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Books-By41a11 Using a Mail Order Book Cate

A Project Report

In November 1974 a grant was received from the Connec icut State abrary

finance an additional means of providing patron accessibility to the Silas

Bronson i.i.brary resources, in this instance througlh a rail order book catalog.

Books-By-Mail projects have been functioning for quit,!__ some time and emphasis

has been primarily twofold: In the rural areas the c rvice has been bntended

for people who live long distances from established penmanent libraries or
bookmobile stops; in the urban areas the service has been intended for the

disadvant-tged in the innercity and for the physically handicapped. Tile

Waterbury project has a broader application. rhere are no restrictions of

way kind on who may use the service, any Waterbury resident is eligible. The

project offers an additional choic'2 to the community how books may be borrowed

from the public library. It has also introducoi library servicen to people

who were never aware of them before.

Serving the public through the mails is a very convenient, popttlar vay of doing

bueiness. The national book clubs have been tremendously emccs using this

method, and it is a pretty good rule of thumb that what pays off in zhe
business sector can very often, with suitable modifications, pay off for the

public library. I suspect that the main reason Books-By-Mail service has mot
been used more extensively by public libraries is because there is a deep
apprehension that the public would be weaned away from visiting library
buildings and bookmobilesz thereby decreasing the need for these facilities.
i have nO statistics to wupport or contradict that premise, but I do know that
the regular circulation of the Silas Bronson Library has increased Z27. during
Jae past year and that many Books-By-Mail users who are not homebound continue
tO use the central library and its 1o:tenches as well.

There are book lovers vho would fight through a, 25 foot wall of nuclear
conflagration to get to 4 book, and than there are people who wo det toueh
a book even if it were laid on their laps with $100 bill sticking cut cf the

pages. Somewhere in between these extremes aro people mho find it difficult
t.cl, travel to the Library because of inadequate transportation or perking
facilities; are handicapped by sickness, old age or physical disability; are
employed at home, office, factory or shop during the hours the Library is open;
sre not strongly motivated to read; would prefer the convenience of the mailbox
outside their front door to the inconvenience of any kind of travel. Books-By-X/1a
is designed to serve all these peopie with a free library book service as close
MB the nearedt mailbox.

A mail order book catalog c.ons ating of 70 pages vas printed for the Silas
Bronson Library by a local coMmar0A1 printer. The contents of t e catalog
were basically the same LIS the latest edition of the catalog being used by
die county systems in Few York State. The table of contents:

Animals
Antiques
Arts
Cookery
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Gar-

Gardening
aamdyman
liobbjts and Crafts

unor

Mystery
Our World
Out of tha P.
People and Places
Popular Fic.tion
Problems of our Times
Roiigton
Science Eiction
Sewing
Sports
Supernatural
Vacation Fun
Wars, Past and Present.
Western
Wheels.
Fiction for Teens
Special Interest for Teons
Picture books
Easy Readers
Children's torLes
Things to Know, People to Meet

Each title listed in the catalog, was assLga a number- letter followed by

a number in sequence, The letters used were A, adult fiction; N, adult

nom-fiction; T, youmg adult; NY, young adult non-fiction; Fp juvenile piCtu7e

books; t, juvenile easy readers; C, children's fiction; NJ, childzen's

non-fiction. Books in the separate Books-By-Mail collection are shelved by

this number. It is taaier to fill requzsts by this special number arrtngement

thap by am author arrangement or a Dewey classification arrangement.

noluded in the catalog is a folded double card with a perforated center line

which cap be torn apart easily. Each port is a postage paid card that can be

returned to the Library by the patron which he fills in with his name, address,

telephone mimber, date and three author and titles with their catalog control

numbers. The verso of the front vewer of the catalog explains in detail how

the patron orders aad receives books through the mail

Im January 1975, 9,750 mall order book catalogs) were mailed out to Waterbury

households. At the request of the Post Office the mailings were staggered

over four weekends. This piecemeal approach was better not orily for the

Post Office but also for the Library because it meant the Books-By-Mail clerks
weren't 4eluged by an enornous return mail all at one time. The 'Post Office

assisted in selecting the atreets where the catalogs were to bt mailed so

that 'random nailing would thinly blanket the city rather than concentrate
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only a few a eas. Almast eNery re --.dent al street in the city was Lncluded .

FubUcity in the newspapers requested that househol.is receiving the catalog

harn it with their neiahbore in 32,000 residual aouseholds in the city.

The number af request - rds returned dur
December 1975 is 8,918. In almost every inataece the card lists three titles

so the numbex of total requests, for the year is 26,754.

the period January 1975 through

are maiLed to the patron in a mailing hag thne is reusable. Tape to

reseal the mailing bag, a mailing label and return postage are enclosed in the

mailing bag vith the books as well as a return request card. This card does

not have free postage printed on it. It is meant ta be inaluded with the

books when they axe mailed back to the Library in the reusable bag. TI--ere is

a limit of three hooks mailed a patron each time.

Books are loaned for four weeks. A date due slip is pet in, the book pocket.

Each book haa a book card. On this card the library aasiatant wtites the name
and address to whom the books are being sent and stamps the due date. The book

cards are filed ba due date and then by eated,og contrel number for aesliping

when the books are returned.

If a title is not aaaLlable a, substitution as nearly like the o

as poesible is made. No reserve file is maintained. A borrowe

resubmit a request far an unavailable ti Le.

:al request
urged to

The borrower need not be registe ed in the Library to obtain books through

Books-By-ai1 Anyoae with a Waterbury address will be served. No fines

are charged though some patrons will enclese money with their books if they

are overdue. Becauae the number of overdue books is so low, (.0077.), retrieval

procedures are limited to al first notice postcard. A patron however, is billed

the cost of replacing hooks lost or mutilated.

A special collection, of paperback books was purchased for this pro act. All the

titles in the catalog that were still in print were obtained, though there WAS

a hish incidenze (267.) of titles not available. Some titles not in the catalog

were purchased as substitutes tar the out-of-print titles. Five copies of each

title was ordered, though some books have been so popular additional copies have

had to be obtained. The collection has 8 000 books with 1X0 different titles.

The processing of the books includes pasting in book pockets;
ntrol numbers; typing author cards, title cards and book car

labels; reinforcimg some of th spines.

signing catalog
; affixing spine

The postage stamps that are affixed to the mailing bags are precaaceled. The

postage stamps that accompany the books and are used to mail the books back to

the Library are not Precanceled. The outgoing packages are sorted into Fost

Office canvas bags according to zip code numbers. The.canvas-baga are picked

up by the pastmam each morning when he drops off the daily mail, including

return Books-By-Hail books.
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The Post Office personnel have been outstanding in their cooperation and

helpfulness in setting up and maintaining this service, even providing a

spacial rack in the Library for the canvas bags. The Books-By-Mail project

has been discussed at regional postal service meetings by the local Post
Office administrators as a good example of how the Post Office can work with

a community agency4

Borrowers may telephone in their requests for mat
number of telephone inquiries averages 26 a week.

The only supplement to the catalog has been a
books owned by the Library which is mailed ou

ime

to

The complete circu_ation figures of books for the
December 1975 ihowing categories of books and zip
the end of this report.

_ials from the catalog. The

°graphed If st of large print
patrons on request.

period January 1975 through
code ateas is attached at

With 337. of the circulation it is obvious that adult materials are the most

popular. Few children and teenagers send in requests. Childrens books are

ordered mainly by parents and teenagers prefer visiting the Library. The

bulk of the books go to the homebound--people who are handicapped by old age,
physical disability or sickness. People who can get to the Library without
too much difficulty seem to prefer doing so. I think this might be because
visiting a library has some of the fun and interest of going to a museum or
visiting any public institution where there are other people to talk to and

socialize with. Silas Bronson Library is a handsome building and a lot of
time and effort goes into providing exhibits, displays and programs to attract
the public. Going to the Library can be a very plesaant experience.

However, I do not believe this invalidates the premise that Books-By-Nail
service should be extended to all the community as still another way of
providing materials to the reading public. Indeed, I would like to ate the

service extended: a catalog going to every household in the city annually;
supplements of all types being distributed regularly, in fact all the printed
circulating materials in the Library being made available by mail.

Special supplies used: "Books-By-Mail" rubber stamps for stamping books and
cards, postal scales, mailing labels--red print for outgoing packages blue
print for return, Dura Bags mailing bags, self-adhesive tape for out-going
packages and gummed tape for packages being returned. Jiffy bags are nnt
used because when they begin to tear apart the insides are too messy. The
best bags are those with the plastic bubbles liner but they are too expensive.

Space used: An area that accommodates a'clerk's desk, three work tables and
336 feet of running shelf space for the book collection.

Staff neededl It was thought that one full time clerical adSistant mild handle
r:he entire project single-handedly after the initial rush. This has not proved
to be so. For a few months 211 clerks and a part-time page were required to
keep the project current. Luckily the Library has been able to obtain CETA
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etnpioyees and retired people from a federally funded senior aid program to

assist. At present one full time clerk and a half time senior aid handle all

the work.

It required about four months to acquire and process the paperback books and

to prepare the catalog for the commercial printer. Paid assistance usin

handicapped personnel was obtained from the Easter Seal Society to write st eet

addresses on the printed catalogs as was required by the Post Office.

Bud

Printed Catalogs $7,653.95

Mailing Bags 539.77

Postage 3,091.20

Books 9 375.14

Supplies 1,039.92

Total $21,699.98

Personne

Library Clerk, full 5,200

Library Page 320

Assist nt CETA 4,000 (es imat d)

Assistant - Senior Aide 640 (estimated)

Total $10,160

Grand Total $31,859.98

The most expnsLve recurring cost of this project is the printed catalog.

Ideally a new ,Aition should be distribU ed annually. Obviously the more

catalogs printed, the lower the cost. If more public libraries in Cennecti ut

would be willing to provide this service in their communities, a state-wide

catalog could be printed at a substantial financial savings, as is currently

being done in New York State. It is even conceivable for Connecticut and



York librarians to develop a joant Books-By-Mail project through their
state libraria or their state library association.

Unfortunately because postage rates are going up it will not be possible for

the Silas Bronson Library to continue paying the return postage for books.
Borrowers will soon have to assume that cost.

Books-By-Mail service is a successful neans of providing free reading materials

to the community. Circulation statistics show that the service can be as
popular as a community reading center or a bookmobile if the bookmobile stops

are not scheduled exclusively at schools. Books-By-Mail does not require a

driver nor is it dependent on a vehicle that requires continual maintenance
and may be laid up for repairs thereby interrupting all service. The strongest
negative factor in Books-By-Mail service is that it is so impersonal--the reader
never gets to talk to a librarian about books and the weather, the librarian
never has the opportunity to advise a reader about other titles that woto.d be

of interest. And of course there is no reference service. In spite of these
shortcomings Books-By-Mail service does get out into the community, directly
into peoples' homes. The Silas Bronson Library plans to continus offering
the service to residents of Waterbury.

Stanford Warshasky
ector
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